This article is based on the panel presentation offered at the Ontario Library
Introduction
In January 2013, Visible Minority Librarians of Canada (ViMLoC) Network had an opportunity to present at the Ontario Library Association (OLA) Super Conference in Toronto, Ontario. Founding members May Chan, Chau Ha, Maha Kumaran, Grace Liu, Norda Majekodunmi, and Kam Teo offered a roundtable session on the challenges faced by many visible minority librarians. Topics ranged from finding "the" job, developing education and professional skills, and lack of mentorship and socialization.
Canada's Employment Equity Act refers to visible minorities as "persons other than aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour". Visible minority classification includes people who are Chinese, Indian, South Asian, Black, Filipino, Latin American, Southeast Asian, Arab, West Asian, Korean, and Japanese. The term minority librarians includes visible minorities who were born and raised in Canada and those who were born elsewhere and moved to Canada for better job or life opportunities.
Presenters began by providing information on the state of immigrants in Canada and the steady increase in numbers since before 1961. While the number of immigrants to Canada generally fluctuates year to year, the social makeup of the number of immigrants has shifted. It is no longer just Europeans and Americans immigrating to Canada in high numbers: there is an influx of Asian and African immigrants as well.
Statistics Canada's data shows that the number of immigrants born in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, Central and South America and Oceania and other countries are steadily increasing, while popular immigrant points of origin such as the United States and Europe are either fluctuating or decreasing. Could there be a correlation between an increase in the immigrant population and an increase in the number of visible minority librarians in Canada? There is currently no data available on the number of visible minorities working in Canadian institutions. Even with data, it would be difficult to establish a correlation between the two. If there is any correlation, this steady increase in immigrant population could mean more potential minority librarians in the field; if there is no correlation, it is important that libraries hire more visible minority librarians to represent the population using their libraries.
What are the barriers preventing minorities from entering librarianship or succeeding in librarianship and leadership possibilities? Panellists listed some of the major challenges as lack of education, lack of financial support to upgrade professional skills, lack of mentorship, and lack of socialization -and where possible offered some suggestions to overcome these challenges. Black and Layson report that entry-level librarians often feel "alone and disregarded" (15). To combat this negative trend, researchers suggest that supervisors and library administrators act as mentors and provide psychosocial support to visible minority librarians. This could include providing opportunities to develop and practice professional and leadership skills, offering candid professional advice and professional guidance, helping them identify political landmines, and introducing them to resources and individuals in the library. Being accepted by colleagues and supported by supervisors will also help immensely with retention of visible minority librarians and in building their individual knowledge, expertise and confidence.
Mentorship
Research shows that professional advancement is slower for visible minorities. A couple of reasons for this are that visible minorities are not proponents of selfpromotion and do not play the necessary politics for advancement (Howland) . Having a good mentor is essential for new minority librarians to map out their career path, set professional goals, and seek guidance on promotion and tenure status (Lee 34) . A good mentorship program will help with retention and instil confidence, and therefore, the possibility of creating future minority leaders in libraries. Kawasaki offers a list of recommendations that will help with retention. While he doesn't use the term "mentorship", he recommends that libraries "provide opportunities to make connections within the library organization and the institution" and "create an environment that provides elements for asking and seeking out" (126). Mentorship programs can only be successful if the menteementor relationship is based on trust and respect. There should be no room for micromanagement (Olivas and Ma) or exploitation, and the program should allow for ease of leaving the relationship without any repercussions.
While there are many mentorship programs in the United States that Canadian visible minority librarians can join, there is not a similar mentorship program in Canada. As the panel pointed out, it would be good to have a mentorship program external to one's own library to avoid institutional political trappings.
Diversity Initiatives by Libraries and their Parent Institutions
Many libraries are focused on diversity, and some libraries such as the Saskatchewan Institute of Applied Science and Technology (SIAST) have diversity programs embedded into their human resources recruitment practices. Libraries and their parent institutions need to demonstrate their intention to value diversity by hiring a diversity representative who will help to ensure the hiring of minority individuals. Financial support, lack of manpower, and lack of training and education in diversity-related topics are all issues that would impede a library or its parent institution from implementing a diversity initiative. Visible minority librarians can do many things to bring more awareness to diversity in their organizations. To raise staff awareness, they can promote diversity events in the library and collaborate with like-minded individuals or groups to host diversity events. Bilingual or multilingual library staff can help non-English speaking users. All librarians can share their different cultural backgrounds and learn from each other.
Conclusion
At the end of the presentation, the floor was open for questions and suggestions. Attendees suggested that ViMLoC choose a couple of key topics to focus their attention and work on during the upcoming year. With these suggestions in mind, ViMLoC will work on two initiatives in the near future: 1) ViMLoC will develop and distribute a survey to determine the number of visible minority librarians working in Canadian institutions, and 2) ViMLoC will establish a visible minority librarians' mentorship network. To keep up-to-date on our progress, follow our website at http://vimloc.wordpress.com.
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